The knowledge, attitudes and behaviour of healthcare professionals and the general public towards issues of sun awareness were assessed in this questionnaire-based study. The findings indicated that junior doctors and nurses were no different from the general public when it came to seeking a tan or experiencing sunburn. The increased level of knowledge in doctors was not sufficient to have changed their behaviour and the medical profession should be targeted in education campaigns at an early stage in career development.
Introduction
The increasing incidence of skin cancer emphasizes the need for the promotion of health education, with the aim of prevention rather than cure. In 1994 the Health Education Authority established a Sun Awareness National Campaign, ÔSun Know HowÕ and the following year the UK Skin Cancer Working Party introduced a Sun Awareness Week, stressing the importance of protecting children from the harmful effects of sunlight. Indeed, the ability to improve sun awareness attitudes and behaviour with such a campaign has been demonstrated. 1 Healthcare professionals, doctors and nurses in particular, should play a significant role in health promotion and have an adequate level of knowledge and the appropriate attitude required to advise their patients. A previous study has shown that, although nurses had a responsible attitude towards sunburn and the need for adequate protection, they did not fully understand the extent to which the sun could cause long-term damage and skin cancer. 2 The purpose of this study was to examine the knowledge, attitudes and behaviour of healthcare professionals and the general public towards issues of sun awareness.
Methods
The questionnaire-based study was carried out at Ninewells Hospital and Medical School between October 1999 and February 2000. Healthcare professionals (doctors and nurses) were compared with members of the general public of similar age and sex. A questionnaire format was used with questioning of a closed nature (Appendix). Respondents were asked about their behaviour within the last 2 years with respect to actively seeking a tan and sunburn recall. Sunburn was defined as any episode or degree of skin redness that was attributed to sun exposure. Participants were also asked about their methods of sun avoidance, use of sunscreens and understanding of specific terms, such as SPF, star ratings and effects of UVB and UVA. Further questioning was performed to determine awareness of the risks of sun exposure and the habits of recreational UV exposure.
Questionnaires were distributed to hospital wards and nurses and doctors of all grades were encouraged to participate, with the exception of dermatology members of staff. Members of the general public passing through the hospital entrance were approached and invited to participate.
Results and discussion
Fifty-six healthcare professionals (28 doctors, median age 29 years, age range 22-37 years, 14 female and 28 nurses, median age 33 years, age range 21-45 years, 14 female) and 52 members of the general public (median age 32 years, age range 17-48 years, 26 female) participated. A 74% response rate in the healthcare professionals and a 100% response in the general public may reflect the method of recruitment. There was no significant difference in skin type distribution between the study groups, with the majority (> 90%) being of skin types I-III.
There were no significant differences between the groups in those seeking a tan or recalling sunburn over the 2-year period (Table 1) . Although there was a trend to a lower incidence of sunburn recall in females, there were no significant gender effects, in contrast with previous studies. 3, 4 Of those participants who did not seek a tan, only 2 ⁄ 14 (14%) doctors recalled sunburn within the previous 2 years, which was significantly (P ¼ 0.03) less than the 5 ⁄ 10 (50%) nontan seeking nurses and 8 ⁄ 17 (47%) of the general public. More than 80% of all study groups had used sunscreens (Table 1) , which is higher than observed in other studies 4, 5 and by the Health Education Authority ÔSunscreen and the ConsumerÕ questionnaire survey. The majority of all groups studied had used sunscreens of SPF > 15 although, the figures for those using sunscreens Ôonly occasionallyÕ were of concern (Table 1 ). In addition, 32% of nurses had used a sunbed in the preceding 2 years, compared with 14% of doctors and 23% of the general public, with use in females in all groups being twice that of males.
As anticipated, doctors had a greater level of knowledge regarding the hazards of sun exposure, labelling of sunscreens and specific terms related to ultraviolet radiation (although only 58% answered correctly) compared with 39% of nurses and 38% of the general public answering correctly (P ¼ 0.2). Thus, although there was a trend to a higher level of relevant knowledge in the junior doctors studied than in the nurses or general public, there was no significant difference between any of the participant groups in those seeking out a tan or recalling sunburn.
Despite the importance of health promotion in primary and secondary prevention, it is apparent that junior doctors and nurses are no different from the general public when it comes to seeking a tan or experiencing sunburn. The increased level of knowledge in doctors was not sufficient to change their behaviour, and in order to improve this area of health education and promotion, junior doctors and nurses should be targeted in education campaigns at this relatively early stage in their career development. 
